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I. INTRODUCTION 



As the century draws to a close, the Middle East, like many regions of the world, 
is about to go through fundamental changes in political and economic terms. These 
changes, especially since the unexpected demise of the Cold War, have made hopes 
blossom for the future of the region, which is notorious for its lasting instability and 
economic malaise. Political and economic openings of some Middle Eastern regimes, 
although insignificant for the time being, and the Peace Process, initiated after the Gulf 
War, are the main sources of these optimistic expectations. 

There is no doubt that Syria has proved to be one of the key players in Middle 
East politics. Following Egypt’s defection from the Arab solidarity against Israel in 1979, 
Syria under Hafiz al-Asad took the lead of the Arab world in this struggle. The 
Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, coupled with Jordan and Lebanon’s tendencies to 
compromise with Israel, reduced the half century-old Arab-Israeli struggle practically to a 
Syrian-Israeli border conflict. In other words, the two countries are the major actors of 
the Peace Process. Their commitment to a permanent peace is of great importance in 
terms of overcoming the present deadlock. 

In this respect, the future of Syria becomes a matter of concern for Middle East 
area scholars and political analysts throughout the world. There are two possible 
scenarios for Syria’s future. Syria can survive as a stable and developing country if it 
adapts itself to new global and regional conditions. Otherwise, it may end up a weak 
country incapable of coping with contemporary challenges. A number of works 
concerning this subject have been done by prominent area specialists, and they have 
appeared in a wide variety of publications. 
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This study, too, is going to deal specifically with the near future of Syria. The 
primary difference between this study and others is, perhaps, the methodology which is 
employed in order to be able to make plausible predictions about Syria’s near future. The 
central question that will be addressed is: “How can the Syrian regime respond to 
contemporary challenges?” This study simply argues that there are vital problems that 
demand immediate decisions from the Syrian ruling elite. From this perspective, what 
will shape Syria’s future are those strategic decisions. Therefore, one who intends to 
make such a study has to be familiar with the existing decision-making mechanism of 
Syria. In order to do that, the first part of the work will aim at examining the roots and 
essential features of Syria’s political and strategic culture under Asad. The concept of 
“strategic culture” has been used to explain possible differences in strategic behavior or 
operational choice of different nations. Chapter two will address a specific question: “Is 
there a distinct national way of thinking for the Syrian elite?” Among other things, of 
course, political culture has a great impact on the formation of the strategic culture in a 
given nation or country. In sum, through a longitudinal analysis primarily covering 
Asad’s tenure, it may be possible to obtain some clues about Syrian responses to certain 
kinds of problems. 

There are three sets of views regarding the concept of strategic and political 
culture. The proponents of the concept strongly argue that there is always a distinctively 
national mode of strategic thinking of each nation, ruling elite, or regime. In other words, 
some deeply rooted cultural elements determine the strategic or political behaviors of the 
nations. The opponents of the concept totally reject that idea. In contrast, they claim that 
culture has nothing to do with the way a nation or group behaves. Differences in strategic 
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behavior can be explained solely in terms of objective differences in domestic and 
external conditions. A third view is somewhere in between them. This school admits that 
cultural or ideational elements and realist conditions together affect behavioral choices. 
This study uses this approach. In order to describe the strategic orientation of the Syrian 
elite, both cultural and realist components will be taken into account. 

The initial findings of this research suggest that Syrian regime is a basic one-man 
rule of Asad, and the whole strategic decision-making system is run by him. His strategic 
and political orientation is adamantly realist. At the same time, he does not totally ignore 
some idealist motives of popular and political culture. 

The second part, which is fundamental to this study, deals with Syria’s present 
problems. The new challenges to the Syrian regime will be described in this part. These 
challenges can be sorted out in two broad groups: internal and external questions. The 
study will cover only vital issues that have to be dealt with at the strategic level. 

The main internal question faced by Syria now is the urgency of economic and 
political liberalization. Exacerbated by the decline of the communist bloc that was 
nursing Syria during the Cold War era, the lingering economic crisis brought the country 
to the brink of a total bankruptcy in the late 1980s. It was President Asad who stopped 
this free fall by joining the anti-Iraq coalition in the Gulf War. Although his pro-West 
stand created an optimistic atmosphere about the future of the country, few things have 
changed in Syria since then. 

In the third chapter, a mixture of the concept “strategic culture” and a modified 
version of the “political economy theory” will be used as a theoretical base for explaining 
regime change. The political economy theory accounts for the dynamics of regime 
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change. More clearly, it illustrates how an incumbent regime survives a crisis, especially 
economic, or falls apart as a result of it. This approach acknowledges the fact that regime 
change ultimately depends on the strategic choices of the key actors, but socio-economic 
structural conditions substantially direct their actions. The founders of this view argue 
that an authoritarian regime’s survivability largely depends on regime type (ideology), 
elite cohesion, and external rent. External rent, especially foreign aids, in the case of 
Syria has been insignificant recently, and in steady decline. Thus, the remaining two 
factors, ideology and elite cohesion, overlap with the idea of “strategic and political 
culture.” 

There are several reasons to explain Syria’s obstinate resistance to liberalization, 
which is indispensable to its survival in the 21 st century’s environment. This study argues 
that the ideology, although in transition, and the elite are still continuing to keep the 
existing regime alive. The Syrian leadership has confidence in the system, and believes 
that the founding principles still preserve their so-called correctness. 

First of all, the major beneficiaries of Ba’th rule, such as minorities, the peasantry, 
and public sector managers, are afraid of losing their favorable positions in a possible 
democratic regime. Second, the existing economic system already created an alliance 
between its clients. The main beneficiaries of the economic system are the patronage 
network or corrupt bureaucracy, the merchants or business people who obtain privileges 
in exchange for their loyalty, and the military which enjoys a high status. The members 
of the alliance naturally do not want to lose the source of their material and moral 
income. Third, to preserve the autocratic regime, the ruling elite has exploited Syria’s 
problematic relations with its neighbors. In other words, security concerns constitute a 
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serious obstacle to democratic and economic reforms. Nevertheless, some relatively 
liberal economic measures have created new social forces within Syrian society. 
Undoubtedly, these forces will be more assertive and politically demanding than 
traditional social bases of the Ba’th Party.. 

The fundamental external challenge to Syria is the Middle East peace process, in 
which Syria is confused about what to do. The fourth chapter’s primary objective is to 
discuss the Syrian future stand in the Peace Process. 

Syria officially seems ready to sign a comprehensive peace with Israel based on 
Israel’s withdrawal from Arab territory occupied in 1967. But how realistic is this 
assumption? First, the Israeli right is in power, and seems to defy any solution demanding 
unilateral concession from Israel. Second, the Syrian position in the Peace Process is 
closely connected to, and under the threat of, its fragile internal stability. As in the 
internal question, Asad’s own personality is indispensable to the Peace Process. He has 
been depicted as the only man “brave” enough to sign a peace treaty with the eternal 
enemy of Syria. This hastily reached premise is a misleading one. The findings of this 
research suggest that Syria is not ready to sign such a treaty. Even if Syria signs a peace 
agreement to recover its territory, the Syrian regime’s commitment to a “full peace” with 
Israel is open to doubt, because of domestic and inter- Arab political concerns. At least, a 
full peace in the Middle East takes time because the long-standing hostility can not be 
forgotten overnight. 

Hafiz al-Asad used to play power politics during the Cold War. As a realist, 
however, he knows the limits of Syria’s power very well. The main argument of this 
study is that Asad, as long as he remains in the office, prefers a gradual transformation in 
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Syria’s internal political and economic structure provided that it does not jeopardize his 
rule and internal stability. However, such an extended process takes a lot of time, and 
perhaps outlives Asad himself. Moreover, Syria’s failing economy needs immediate 
action from the government. Nevertheless, a fundamental economic and political 
transformation of Syria under Asad seems unlikely in the near term because of the 
regime’s insecurity about such a transformation. 

His behavior in the Peace Process largely depends on two conditions: the terms of 
the peace, and the settlement of the internal question. Given the fact that the Israelis 
never accept to make a unilateral concession, and the Syrian regime is vulnerable to 
peace, Asad’s realism leads him to prolong the “no peace-no war” period for some time. 

As a consequence, the application of the “strategic and political culture” to new 
challenges is expected to draw a picture of Syria in coming years. 
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II. THE POLITICAL AND STRATEGIC CULTURE OF SYRIA UNDER ASAD 



There is no doubt that Syria is one of the key players in Middle East politics. 
Indeed, following the Treaty of Camp David in 1979, the Arab-Israeli conflict is now, to a 
significant degree, a Syrian-Israeli conflict. Syria under Hafiz al-Asad has become a 
champion of Arab nationalism, in a sense the voice of the Arab world in this struggle. 
Therefore, the deadlock in the peace process can not be opened unless Syria moves 
toward a permanent peace in the Middle East. 

The objective of this chapter is to examine the roots and essential features of 
Syria’s political and strategic culture, by means of a descriptive, longitudinal analysis 
primarily covering Asad’s tenure. 

There is a common argument to interpret strategic behaviors of the Arabs. 
According to this view, a common Arab political identity and loyalty to this concept 
provide a better conceptual link and deeper understanding of strategic behavior than do 
material derivations. 1 In other words, all Arab countries harbor similar strategic 
tendencies under the same conditions. Contrary to this assumption, however, Syria sets a 
distinct and different example in the Arab world. Its President Hafiz al-Asad appears to 
be a Machiavellian realist rather than a traditional, ideologically oriented Arab leader. 
Despite his well-known rhetoric toward the Arab cause, he has not been very much bound 
by this identity. 

As a realist steeped in the balance-of-power approach to international 
relations, Asad recognizes the uses and limits of ideology. He is driven not 
by ideological considerations but by raison d'etat 2 



1 See Michael N. Barnett, “Identity and Alliances in the Middle East,” in Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The 
Culture of National Security , Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1996), pp.400-432. 

2 Hisham Melhem, “Syria Between Two Transitions,” Middle East Report , Spring 1997, p.4. 
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